ThoOld Mother and Her Army: 
'I’lie Agitative Strategies 
of Mary Harris Jones 


By Pat Creech Scholten 

✓ jr OTHER Jones' is one of the most forceful and pic- 
l\ /■ turcsque figures in the labor movement,” Clarence 
A Darrow wrote in 1925.’ Remembered by militant 
unionists and recently discovered by a new generation of radicals, 
Mary Harris Jones continues to be a popular heroine today. 3 During 
her fifty years as a labor organizer, she created a sensation wherever 
"he went. Her activities and jailings even into her eighties won her 
wide newspaper coverage. “She captured the imagination of Ameri¬ 
can workers as no other woman has yet done,” Tim Tippett, a 
chronicler of the labor movement, wrote. 4 To her enemies, she was 
"an anarchist," “a she-devil," “a stormy petrel of labor,” “grand¬ 
mother of agitators," and “the most dangerous woman in America.” 
To one admiring observer she was “a dynamic, go-to-hell type with 
•- bagful of tricks and a vocabulary that caused many a mule skinner 
to hang his head in shame .. . ,” 5 

Delighting in her “hell-cat" image, Mother Jones lived up to 
her name Once introduced by a professor as “a great humanitarian,” 
•he quickly corrected him. "Git it right," she interrupted. “I’m not 
-• humanitarian. I'm a hell-raiser.” But to the working classes, she 
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wii> the revered "Mother who had adopted the 
-children" when her own family had been lost j n . lr . Workcr s a s h 
place of residence was "wherever there is a J.. . ep,de nr 

..r u.-u:i.... . 


place of residence was wnerever mere is a £u emic H 

wrong."’ -in expression of her philosophy of life us w . a gains r 

chean penchant for black-or-white absolutes. Her mo .. dS ^ Ma n,. 
thc dead and fight like hell for the living.” 0: ’ p ray for 

Mistress of Epithet 

Contemporaries of Mother Jones refer to her ” s 1 
(she herself termed it "classic” or “classic French”) and'h langUa8e " 
of “ ‘Hell. . . with no more effort than she said ‘ethyer’ ^ ^ Use 
She once told Frank Walsh, the Chairman of the House of ^ ythcr; ”' 
tatives’Commission on Industrial Relations, “When j „ c P res en- 
I am not a very polite character.” 8 In fact, the most disT' 0 ^ UP ’ 
feature of the rhetoric of this grandmotherly Victorian u, mguishin g 
dressed in black silk and white lace, was her use of <h P Wh ° 

epithet. She could not resist punctuating her remarks withS? 
and ep,grams even in the presence of Presidents. Theodore Ro 
the only President who refused to see her, did not escaoe 7'' 
spoke of "Teddy, the monkey chaser," suggesting a PresiH ? ^ 
interested in African safaris than the needs of Am ? more 

Thus, by the standards of the times sh^ 1. WOrkers - 

‘ { hc profane Joan of Arc." ’ C earned her ow n epithet: 

*0f th7Jrt ° Hginated in her 

* Iabor wganizer. Her world ptd by her long ex P crience as 

; ' ’ k,n * P-opic who !ove‘tru?h-* and P th f ^ ,*"* ° f 

,{ m > class." Most nf . Jnd ,hose w hom she labeled 

,ppl,c<1 ' n diM.Timin.itc,\ to'th*^ imporsonal and 
. " ,,j ,hrfr 

*»f thieves - often spoke of 

■ iwh, lv, bursh,rs l«pitalis«r 

. four la» )r „ .“Ichers (vultures)." "Sled 
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> a P dom. "Little poodle do**," 




I m Old Mother and Her Army 


367 


" dog> ? vv ' ,r '" “bloodhounds," and "curs.” Wives of the "money 
powers were called self-indulgent “parasites"—“a group of damn 
c.itN She was less caustic toward “poor little sheriffs," “little pen-lee 
'•quires, "Sunday-school fellows," and ‘lickspittles.’’ Inspired by her 
stylistic genius, her enemies replied in kind. 

Her Agitative Strategics 

Mother Jones’ hell-raising strategies had two aims: to bolster the 

o P ‘ r ". s and S ° a,s of the workin 8 classes and to expose their exploita- 
, by management. In its tribute to Mother Jones upon her death 
; one hundred, the New York Times concluded, "Hers were the 
V! S ° ‘‘ P'“ ncer - Exploiting settings and circumstances, she 

tuhiv? v n0 H u° for rcvo,ution; she devised her strategies in- 
a " d on thc s P ot - She shocked the senses and aroused the 
1 "" IO " N ' nc of her most frightening expressions was “1 think 1 will 

happyVobiise. PUbliCity " Admirin S news P a P ermea usually were 

c. t „o^ rh .r iCa ‘ Veh l C ' eS ° f M ° ,her J ° ncs 8cnera "> W1 *■“» 

,, ni n't i a £ eant , S ° f puvcrl >'’ P ubhc encounters with manage- 
u fr CM 1 d° ; PUbliC speeches ' a " d writings, including letters 

I - , h H a ,T C ' a u S ” ,hl ' labOT «"—«• ' a «ers from jail, and 

, 1V . h " '] ng ,fe ' a dramatlc autobiography. Although her activities 

ftc Of h r S “ JCCt 0f J SeVeral his,ori “l studies, the nature and 
Z d , h " ;lg,ta " vt ' a " d frietorical strategies have not been con- 
Cd ‘ 1 ,m ,0 P ,C W,M be the focus of this discussion. 
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she once arranged the children in an empty circus w ae 

„ u ,r bondage, demonstrating her resourcefulness. Some 0 f k° sho * 

ca ms included a dishpan brigade, mop-and-broom brio , r Pa 8- 

singing-mot he rs-wailing-babies jail disruption tactic, and 7?"’ * he 
numerous marches at the head of striking miners. Each p . cr ° w n 
vited confrontations, jailings, and publicity. P 8ean ‘ i n . 

Mother Jones relished her public role as tormentor of 
pressor class. Each occasion gave her an opportunity to ^ ° P ‘ 
her gift for invective and to demonstrate her sharp wit. Much*?** 
later fame rests on her fearless verbal exchanges in these enco ° f ^ 
which she enjoyed recalling. Of course, in her version, MotheTT^’ 
was always heroine of the day; her oppressors, outwitted and? 8 
speechless, could only jail her. Aside from the “money P q W „ 
she regarded many who opposed her as wayward children, es ° Wers ’’’ 
the “boys of the militia” whom she considered as members ofh 
working classes; she often gave them apples and shared her food ■ t 
them. Their officers she regarded in another light. “Don’t come baT” 
a stern Captain warned her as he put her aboard a train for TW ’ 
“If I don’t feel like it, I won’t,” said Mother Jones.’ 3 Cr ' 

Her quick wit and resourcefulness were as evident in her public 
speeches as m her public encounters. Throughout her long career 
she spoke before many audiences: coal miners on strike labor uiT 

Judges - and ^ 
learned to sneak extern , gOVernora - B > necessity, she had 

for her invention CeT’T * “u “ ““ lhC materia,s at hand 

'— her y ‘ Zl onZ ^ " ^ ° f the C ^1 in West 

- ^ays free’’ Mother Ln "dT'? ^ ^ 

U,c to ,hls *0 th-t ' lU ‘ lrLd - Now, I want to state right 

' U P ‘hat inscription.*’ g ° m8 to makc that good or we will 

f A Znr] hc,d Conv ictions made a script 

f ' ri, Kist m 1914,7.^ ’’ tpi ’ ,,cr described her speaking 

. .. cr l ""' 1 voke an boui and .i 

^ '"!***• Introduced h . **"* ** *****' 

•••». w.„, , 40 ^ ,hc v, 7* ind on, v one talk bv the 

* 10 " M ! a *'**' beginning 

I. 1 ‘ 8 ,hi * “ ber nearly two hours 
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to loll the women all about it.” One suffragist questioned whether 
women could ensure free speech in the streets, as Mother Jones ad¬ 
vocated. without the vote. Demonstrating her ability to compose a 
witty, memorable epigram on the spot, even at age eighty-four, 
Mother Jones answered “cheerfully”: “1 have no vote . . . and I’ve 
raised hell all over this country." 16 

I lie wit of Mother Jones took a different turn when she spoke 
to the "uncomfortable" as opposed to the “comfortable" suffragists. 
Speaking to striking coal miners caught in a life-or-death situation, 
her analogies and epigrams took on an elevated seriousness. An 
example of her eloquence in a trying situation was a speech she gave 
a: a convention of quarreling miners of the northern and southern 
coal fields of Colorado. In her autobiography she relates the speech: 

Brothers.’ I said, ‘you English speaking miners of the northern 
fields promised your southern brothers, seventy per cent of whom do 
not speak English, that you would support them to the end. Now you 
are asked to betray them, to make a separate settlement . . . You 
arc .•.!! miners, fighting a common cause, a common master. The iron 
heel teds the same to all flesh. Hunger and suffering and the cause 
of your children bind more closely than a common tongue . . . .’ ”' 7 

Bui it took the “damnable, infamous” conditions of the Paint 
< reek District coal fields of West Virginia in 1912 to arouse Mother 
J r:-es to the total indignation she needed to reach her peak as an 
'j-.t in her fifty years as a labor organizer. 16 Mine operators' use of 
j- : guards to deny miners freedom of speech and assembly along 
r r -ids and places, the twenty-five murders of guards and 
Ci‘:/cns .i.nd assaults on women brought Mother Jones hurrying to 
medieval W ext Virginia." On the Charleston levee, she addressed 
d • ' in i speech that "veered close to violence.” a charge she 

One eyewitness described Mother Jones and her 
r v might have been an> coal miner's wife ablaze with 
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, when her brood was in danger. Her voice 
fist ;K the coal operators, the mine Slri,le d 


•fficiaN_MW prayw » IIU '- U,UU " ,,u p*«ucu, raising h cr .. "°n 

' ind trembling hands, asking heaven to bear witness. She w 0r en . ched 
u-rv full skirts and a black shawl and her tiny bonnet bobbed ° ° ng ’ 
down ; ,s she harangued the crowd. The miners love it and | Up an(J 
cheered, hooted, and even cried as she spoke to them.”*® dU Shed, 

Two weeks later, on August 15, 1912, Mother Jones and 
to four hundred miners assembled at the Courthouse steps i n Ch 
lesion to present Governor William E. Glasscock with ad* 
calling for an end to guard rule. 31 Surrounded by banners which" 13 ^ 
-Nero fiddled while Rome burned. That is what the p ov fead 
West Virginia is doing” and "No Russia for us. To hell w^T 5 
guard system," Mother Jones delivered what was to becom b 
most famous speech.” In this "resolute and imaginative speech^ 
luting one-and-one-half hours, she poured the full power of h 
fame and eighty-three years into an attack on the tyranny of the n7 
,ag class. That day would mark history with "an uprising of th 
prerwd against the master class,- she promised. "Mother" and '7 
*°> 5 m fu " agreement; she was interrupted a, leas, fifu 

— by applause, laughter, and shouts of "yes Mo^r" ““ 

- .Light wTde'™? 1 7 ' hC Cr0Wd - Mother Jones fed 

" ' ’ '* lb her imitation of , h f 2* '° P ' CS a " d L ' n,otions - She drew 
: ' 1 wu dea-h " Th r ° WnCrS WiveS talkin S to 'heir 

?*** "»« 'he ortgin . f *** down when she 

°«1 Almtght, 8 . o„ee o, 7 T**™' Was “ a command 

' ' '*• My, :ill . J, 1 ,U P' > stopped and peered into 

SSSSfit bu ' - rT ' h,,, cigar in •"*" 

She .poke „ h , h wcrc a colonel or general 
1 ^ • *p< (kins h nk ^ c *pcrk?nce in the Libor 

^ _ * h * Phtta ^ ** MU I have the 
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good* I vscntinlly, her message was one of hope for the coming 
industrial revolution which she believed the Star of Bethlehem fore¬ 
told I he emotional climax of her speech came when she predicted: 

I see that hour. I see the star breaking your chains; your chains 
will be broken, men. You will have to suffer more and more, but 
it won't be long. There is an awakening among all the nations of 
:hc earth." She closed by taking up a collection for beer. 

I he l nited Mine Workers of America Journal once praised 
v eloquence. "She can carry a crowd irresistibly to her own con- 
ciuoonv the editor asserted; “She can rouse an audience to a 
fren/y of enthusiasm. . . Age did not diminish her appeal. Gov- 
. - Glasscock, described as “a frail, former schoolteacher and 

lawyer, ' did little to meet the miners’ demands; within two weeks 
V had called in 1.200 militiamen. The following spring Mother 
'pent eighty-five days in a military prison for her continuous 
agitation in West Virginia. 


Letters from Jail 

The correspondence of Mother Jones reveals her style, for she 
is she talked. In a series of letters typewritten when she was 
•varf*. ninety. she told R\an Walker. 3 the Socialist cartoonist, of 
■oId • amors' and 'faithful loyal workers” who had been replaced by 
’Nr element that is in and around Kansas City . . . who don’t 
a t&w of pins " and of various “vulchers,” “scntmentalists," 
.id ~y j v .r ts |sic). Rival labor organizers were as likely 

-* ^ tbc subject ,.f her wrath as were the capitalists. Her letters 
‘ • M»1 •v'," .'pcviilly intense In 1913. imprisoned and under 
nf m West Virginia, she expressed her pent-up 

* «■% tr smuggled to the outside world by the friendly 

■ . t i_j.fi,j.*»n tvr She openly expressed her contempt for her 
+rh her u«.nl cfwih*t%. reserving a few for ’’the dear well-fed 
'* ho unaffected by the suffering of **us poor devils " 

* M tpuii rtunrxl. she elites this letter with her usual 

i ' ■ mi "IIN fMaio can't shut me up csen if I am in (ail watched 
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Sometimes Mother Jones expressed herself j n . . . 
and caused a public sensation. In a telegram to Sen ' Cr lan 8u a «, 
Kern, who was conducting an inquiry into labor pro J! ,or J °hn 
passioned Mother Jones wrote: “From out of the p’ an 'm 
sn.iIIs of Prait. West Virginia, where I have walked o^! ,tary Pris 0n 
fourth milestone in history, I send you the groans ^ Cr . n,y ei ghty. 
heartaches of men. women and children as I have heard i tCars and 
state. From out of these prison walls, I plead with yJuf lhcm in l *>is 
of this nation, to push that investigation, and the childr-^ ^ h ° n ° r 
will rise and call you blessed."” Reportedly, the friend 0 yet . Unborn 
the message and declared: “It's fine stuff, Mother.” Oth^^ read 
so. too. Mother Jones was happy to report that ‘the Senat ^ th ° Ught 
ington told me that in fifty years nothing had ever stm^V" Wash ' 
like that telegram. ,,JCI ck Senate 

An open letter smuggled from “the Colorado Militarv n 
in Walsenburg caused a public outcry and a flood oflJ» Bastlle " 
ington „ ,9,4. “Le, the nation know,” she pleaded “ „? '° Wash ‘ 
let my fnend General Francisco Villa know that the n Cspecia,I y 
America . . . is now holding ‘Mother loll UlUted Sta ‘es of 

underground cell surrounded with sewer rats an 

0,her "nab."” She was released after , h ° rn Soldiers a "d 

3f,er tWent y six days’ i mprison _ 

M Autobiography 

K zzz:; z : o,dand - ** of her 

Z f gcncra,, y considered h) V he v ,925 * Although her 

M. h and hcr hopes for ri,, U f n ' C ,ab,C ’ She vivid| y recalls 

^ her ifc h' U : C ? f thG —king classes. 
*n >!t 2 n0n > J J 8iVCn " Con- 

as*® . .- 

' h,m shc claims 

'ovZ'T*' . .. anJ **• 

» h,, " ’ Her mother- 

*- l *■«**. •• du J,ZT'Z- !i ,r "« 

* ap *«»lN*» ,w_ ** * don't ^ ^ ,cn f*» 
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t" r; r w ,ummcs — 

<» hnnr.'olc! wh -,„ W C1 T ', hCy admil,cJ il - ««. 

wives, 1 ”' ‘ do b y lbc,r mothers and their 

. .t " hoys " nnd thcir 

di-ha.K-o of a Colorado governor who h vi ° . a7 ' Recall,ng hcr 
earned West Virginia Governor ( I ' .° rdered hcr de P ortcd » shc 
■'ll won’t do to tamper with w against a similar move. 

' V man is a foo T K a7 ^ righ < rae,al ” *»* declared, 

thing Her heroic fc, , ‘ ,. 8 ° VCr,U,r ’ t0 ,dl a no, to do a 

seventies and ciuhties h-l and endurance, even into her 

head of strikinc miners- h ' ^ CgCnd ’ Her a,, ' ni 8 ht marches at the 

.~~aa--- 

once placing her Inml w^r 

nc ihe rnt«mv “ • ‘ K Lf cannon > alternately outwit- 

'"s ^ “ T* T her V ° luminous P«>icoa.s for band- 

:::™ °r who had - h - >■ -taTZd 

'. , V Sh ; VUN , n 1 afra,d of ,he «'" 34 Mother Jones hcr- 

;■ kc confirmed this hyperbole. “I never get nervous when 1 face 

, . nus she declared; “it does not make any difference to me 
. U ' ' ' am d > ,n P for » good cause." 35 In the face of this 
[Xr ' ,,,Ml dKrcgard * law enforcement officials, mine operators 
• - . ' faltered before Mother Jones, for as Thoreau remarked 
n 1 *-ffeetu.ll enemies of John Brown, they “lacked a cause." 


Mother Jo 


< onclusion 

‘ v r doubted her role as rebel leader of the poor 
' m. > I- mo from her Irish ancestors. “This 
’< ,n l ah.tv ‘ she said rcpeatedls On am ques- 
M 1 T in-* ktuw she stood on sacred ground 
Cl-' Hill oi Mights against a local ordinance. “Do 
• • tivcts' a judge once asked Nos, 

,,L *- •! n m )»*u the Judge demanded She answered: 
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■Pitnclt Men O' nwwM Jefferson: John Ad am »." Sui . 

«e« her "higher law." h «°*N 

Her aid of bustling authority was contagious. Wh Cn ka 
J ctKX dr&scd m old-fashioned, aristocratic silk dresses it° lher 
.he once made for Chicago’s wealthy ladies, tied on her'hl thc 
; xf wt off marching, she soon had her own army behind her - nnet 
a\ the old mother and her army” became a popular cry u ^ 
fnpber wrote. ’ Mother Jones was ... a folk heroine whose ^ bi °* 
two rtjehed down to those people who were unimportant 
or wealth hut all important in numbers.” 1 * She symbolized the h ^ 
i.id dreams of thousands of faceless, isolated, inarticulate & 

• !w spent their waking hours toiling in dreary factories and'dl* 
gfw-Kf mines She spoke the words that they could not sav to^h 
or men to themselves, and they venerated her almost to sain*!*? 
h :unLtht h*J complete faith in the workers and the labor m 
— ? to..- to prophesied, -* i„ ,. W , 


